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As we enter the second decade of the 21st century it might 
be useful to stop and reflect on the implications of the 
financial crisis for business school leaders. In particular, 
to contemplate what deans do now and what they might  
do in future. 
Dean watchers have commented on deans’ Janus-like 
qualities. typically, the business school dean is seen as  
a mediator between the school and its central university, 
occupying a position in the middle. others have highlighted 
business school deans’ significant contributions to creating 
forms of intellectual, social and reputational capital. 
While taking stock of the dean’s domain in British business 
schools, we considered the following questions in a sample 
of 23 interviews. these questions were prompted by a 25% 
turnover of uK deans during 2008 and the appointment of 
21 new/acting deans out of 117 (18%) from association of 
Business schools (aBs) business school members in 2009. 
What do
deans do?
Julie Davies and Howard Thomas report on a survey of British 
business school deans by the Association of Business Schools 
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Deans warned against 
wasting time on 
routine committees 
and emails. They 
advocated careful use 
of diaries, dealing with 
issues face-to-face and 
being selective about 
which meetings they 
attended
23
23 interviews were 
conducted while taking 
stock of the dean's domain 
in British business schools
25%
During 2008 there was a 25% 
turnover of British deans
21
21 new/acting deans were 
appointed out of 117 (18%) 
from Association of Business 
Schools (ABS)  business 
school members in 2009
Why become a dean?
In the course of the interviews a dean’s career 
narrative often included some of the following 
elements:
“I never planned to be the dean. I was head  
of department but seeing the deanship done 
badly spurred me on. My predecessor exited 
rapidly. I was acting dean for a while and 
enjoyed it. At some point you make a conscious 
decision to opt for a management rather than 
a research career track. I can articulate a 
strategic vision and get along with a range of 
people without being arrogant. I walk around  
a lot; it’s very rewarding. I like the challenge.”
Interestingly, many of the individuals 
interviewed were working in their third 
business school as a faculty member and  
in their first role as dean. several felt that 
experiences in different universities, countries 
and sectors, including consultancy, were 
helpful preparation. they wanted to “make a 
difference”, perhaps not fitting an academic 
mould neatly, moving between the different 
worlds of academia, policy and professional 
practice. 
What does the job demand?
It seems from the interviews that effective 
deans are expected to resolve conflict, 
defend their school and act politically and 
diplomatically on a wide range of issues. Deans 
may have a particular mandate on which to 
act, such as restructuring after strategic drift, 
creation of a research culture, dealing with 
a financial deficit or fundraising for a new 
building. they are appointed to harness others’ 
talents and ensure things get done. 
a compelling business school narrative is 
valued, so too the ability to work positively 
with senior university officers, especially the 
finance director. 
Deans warned against wasting time on 
routine committees and emails. they 
advocated careful use of diaries, dealing with 
issues face-to-face and being selective about 
which meetings they attended. team and 
institution building are key skills. often they 
face dilemmas between spending time and 
energy on operations or strategy, internal or 
external activities, investment in teaching 
innovation or in research. Common irritants 
and frustrations include central university 
taxation levels, high staff/student ratios and 
the uK’s points-based immigration system.
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several deans said they feel privileged –  
“there are interesting challenges, being able 
to demonstrate growth, surpluses, getting 
extra resources, keeping the show on the 
road; it’s all very rewarding.”
on the other hand, if a dean does not have  
a deputy dean (and very few do), research 
assistant or carve out time ruthlessly, 
personal scholarship may decline. “You kind 
of stop being able to find the time to write 
papers, you stop reading as much as you used 
to, the job soaks up huge amounts of time.” 
While the business school dean’s job may 
appear all-consuming, outside interests and 
the ability to “switch off” were regarded as 
vital for the individual’s sanity. 
How long are deans in the job?
no British dean has headed their current 
business school for longer than a decade 
though Cardiff Business school had one 
dean for 28 years. Indeed, the average tenure 
is now 4.2 years for business school deans 
and 6.8 years for heads of universities. 
In a 2007 aaCsB International survey of all its 
members (american and non american), the 
average time in the dean’s current position 
was five years, with the median around three 
years. London Business school has had  
five deans in 11 years (1998-2009). Very few 
individuals are like Professor stephen Watson 
(formerly Director of Judge Business school, 
Dean of Lancaster university management 
school and Principal of henley management 
College) and do the job three times in an 
appointed executive role; a handful of people 
are deans twice. 
the Canadian-born Professor sir George  
Bain was elected Chairman of the school  
of Industrial and Business studies, Warwick 
university (now Warwick Business school)  
for 1983-9 and Principal of London Business 
school for 1989-97. uniquely he is the only 
former head of a business school ever to  
lead a research-intensive university – Queen’s 
university, Belfast. 
Professors Chris Greensted (now an associate 
Director of Quality services at eFmD), Charles 
harvey, andrew Lock and martin timbrell 
headed business schools in both what  
we call the “old” and the “new” university 
sectors. only the vice-chancellors (heads)  
of the universities of Derby, middlesex  
and teesside (all “new” universities) were 
previously business school deans. a former 
registrar suggested this might be because 
in older universities management research 
is less well understood than other social 
science disciplines such as economics.
4.2
The average tenure is now 
4.2 years for business school 
deans and 6.8 years for heads 
of universities
11.6%
Britian currently has  
11.6% of the world’s share  
of overseas students
The dean’s role is considered  
a rewarding one – interesting 
challenges, being able to 
demonstrate growth, surpluses, 
getting extra resources,  
keeping the show on the road 
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Life after deanship
many institutions appoint executive deans  
in business schools on five-year fixed-term 
renewable contracts. a few operate a system 
of internal appointment for four years by the 
vice-chancellor (Queen mary, university of 
London) or rotation (ulster). over the past 
decade in Britain most deanships have been 
advertised. 
Deans depart early for a number of reasons, 
for example as a result of a merger, 
disappointing results in the research 
assessment exercise, an uncomplimentary 
strategic review of the school, lack of dean/
school fit sometimes affecting appointees from 
industry who failed to appreciate academic 
cultures. scholars who lack visibility or 
those with a learning and teaching focus who 
have not realised they need to stop doing their 
former job may also have very short tenures. 
Critically, a new vice-chancellor may change 
the organisation’s strategy and require a 
new type of dean. It goes without saying that 
the confidence of the school faculty and the 
head of the university in the dean is vital. 
several deans, of course, sometimes retire to 
continue as panel members on accreditation 
visits, others return to the professoriate to 
resume research, teaching and consultancy. 
a few deans move laterally to another 
business school, others step up to deputy or 
pro vice-chancellorship or even to head an 
oxbridge college. Possibly one dean each year 
becomes a dean in another country and one 
non-european arrives to head a school in 
Britain, for example Professor Frank horwitz 
at Cranfield. Professor Bain recommended 
stepping down before the second term of 
deanship elapses – “leave them wanting more.” 
How is the job changing?
so, what are the prospects for business 
school leaders from 2010? matt symonds 
commented in 2008 in Forbes.com “there was 
a time when becoming the dean of a major 
business school was like winning the lottery.  
It meant a comfortable gig with good pay, 
prestige, the opportunity to mix with the great 
and good of business, politics and academia 
and, perhaps best of all, the kind of job 
security enjoyed now only by popes. In today's 
credit crunch world, however, things are 
very different.”
nowadays, success as a dean is increasingly 
linked to financial performance. however, 
no current business school dean in Britain 
will have dealt until recently with such an 
economic downturn; most will have focused 
on growth not drastic cuts. 
some commentators predict a shakeout in 
the sector, if, for example, undergraduate 
tuition fees are raised significantly. students 
may be attracted mainly to schools that 
offer high-quality teaching, reputation and 
guaranteed employability, which may mean 
loss-making business schools will close. 
Clearly, deanship is becoming increasingly 
complex with the creation in Britain of “super 
deans” who are responsible for ever-larger 
units and cross-university matters.  
almost one in seven of all students in Britain 
is now studying business and management 
and there has been a 41% increase in 
business and management postgraduate 
research students over the last 12 years. 
Britian currently has 11.6% of the world’s 
share of overseas students. nevertheless,  
if the prognosis in europe is for low growth, 
low funding and a jobless recovery in a leaner 
and low-carbon economy, we hope that deans’ 
contributions will result in more socially 
responsible, entrepreneurial, excellently 
managed and responsive business schools. 
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